INTRODUCTION
The European QUalifications Framework (EQF) can be seen as a starting point from which the various vocational education and training (VET) systems in Europe are challenged to establish their respective National Qualifications Frameworks (NQFs), complying with the so-called Lisbon-Copenhagen-Maastricht Process (Dunkel & Jones, 2006) . One implication is the political objective to' open up education and VET systems in the context of concepts such as the "learning economy" or "lifelong learning". One of the key-stones of the "European Union ( ... ) lifelong learning agenda" hereby is the concept of "Competence-based Training" (CBT), which emphasizes that competences can be developed in various ways, "irrespective of the routes of acquisition" (Westerhuis, 2011, p. 68) , i.e. learning outcomes should be independent of the context in which learning takes place (Misko, 1999) . Another' facet is sorting existing qualifications along (competence), dimensions and levels which are based on general descriptors. VET systems with a strong focus on initial training obviously face the most seriouschallenges here. The "nation-specific" strategy of Germany is to link two worlds; 'keeping the weB func~ioning elements of the VET system (such as the dual system of apprenticeship training) stable while at the same time trying to cope with the promInent "European issues" such as "informal learning", "modularization" and "accreditation of prior learning". Another issue is the transition from VET to higher education which is seen as an integral element of a more "open" educational architecture, while hitherto sub-systems in Germany (above all the school system and VET) have been working as traditionally clearly segregated entities with hardly any competence-relevant links between each other.
With respect to VET provision in a given country, there is a historical character of the VET system which determines its structures and function, including its links to the labor market. This means that the general significance given to apprenticeship as one specific institutional and didactical solution to the problem of skill formation can differ, mostly depending on the availability of alternative or socially preferred pathways and qualifications. Besides the apprenticeship system, school-based forms of vocational learning, such as vocational colleges (e.g. in the federal state of Baden-wu rttem berg , cf. Deissinger, Smith & Pickersgill, 2006) represent more or less traditional courses and qualifications which are normally institution-based, shaped by state influence, providing underpinning knowledge for work-based t~in ing, but they can also function as purely theoretical alternatives to workplace learning. Experiences with these school-based sub-systems stretch from highly labormarket relevant training provision (e.g. in Austria, cf. Aff, 2006) to more or less ambivalent functions of vocational schools (e.g. in France, cf. Ott & Deissinger, 2010 ).
An important overarching issue, besides institutionaHzation, seems to be the socia1 and economic understanding of various vocational pathways (Harris & Deissinger, 2003) , but also the evaluation given to VET in general, which becomes clearly manifest when we look at the challenges imposed by the European Qualifications Framework. It is understood that countries which differ in terms of their VET systems and underlying traditions, especiaJly with respect to the relationship between full-time VET and company-based training, also differ in terms of their capacity to adapt to the European VET policy agenda, above all when it comes to National Qualifications Frameworks (Young, 2003) .
Germany's NQF (Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen or DQR), under development for five years now (Deissinger, 2009; Esser, 2012) , requires-a re-definition of borders, pathways, levels and transition options between (a) VET and other educational sub-systems, but also (b) between sub-systems within the VET architecttire, such as full-time VET, vocational preparation or foundation courses, or further training. This paper focuses on open issues and obvious areas of tension associ~ted with the EQFI NQF paradigm, and picks up those limitations of the German VET system which are responsible for profound differences between the German learning culture, which is basically an "apprenticeship culture", and the English case. Tensions arise if this means not just to comply with European concepts in a formal way, but when it comes to questioning established structures which are barriers -aJso from a national perspective -for progression and permeability within the education system. and, at the same time, in a specific u~derstanding of "competence" typ'ical of the Anglo-American or Anglo-Saxon approach, which consists in the (behavioristic) conviction that learning should be focused on "someone's ability to perform, rather than demonstrating the possession of knowltidge" (Westerhuis, lOll!) p. 77). The outcomes-based approach to qualifications obviously lies behind "English innovations" such as NVQs (National Vocational Qualifications) and modularization (Brockmann, Clarke & Winch, 2010, p. 91) . Hereby, work-based' learning "should be confined to the immediate requirements of acquiring the skills associated with a particular job or task" with the implication that learning beyond this scope is not just "regarded as superfluous, but a positive hindrance to effective working" (ibid., p. 92).
One of the cruciaJ characteristic features of VET in England, which appears to be a perfect breeding ground for these ideas, is that "learning on the job is often the only way to acquire skills, unlike in other countries with comprehensive and intense programmes of initial skill formation covering almost all new entrants into the industry and taking place in colleges and workshops and on sites" (Clarke & Winch, 2006, p. 78) . Correspondingly, England has become the protagonist of the "framework concept'" establishing a National Qualifications Framework as early as in the late 1980s (Jessup, 1991) . However, the general political motives which Keating describes as supporting "strong and accessible qualifications pathways, a transparent qualifications system, and one that facilitates lifelong learning" (Keating, 2008, p . 1), were not the only underlying convictions when the country, in 1986, introduced NVQs for work-based learning. The main purpose was to offer "a means of obtaining credit for work-based ,activities" by providing "a structure for the work placement which culminates in a portfolio of evidence" (Morgan, 1997, p. 186) . At the same time, in Wolf's words, NVQs were designed to "cover a particular area of work, at a specific level of achievement". "Competence" hereby was "based on the fundamental assumption that, for each industry, there exists a single identifiable model of what 'competent' performance entails. The idea that, for each role, there exists such an agreed notion of competence, which can be elicited and command consensus, is fundamental to any assessment system of this type" (Wolf, 1998, p. 210) . Therefore, one of the central ideas of the English framework approach is the combination of "levels", "competence dimensions" and "qualifications".
Although the English apprenticeship system "arose out of the need to stimulate the supply of intermediate-level skills in the economy in the 1990s" and clearly was "the mainstream successor to a range of Government-funded training schemes" (Hogarth, Gambin & Hasluck, 2012, p.' 52; cf. Deissinger & Greuling, 1994) , its present structure also contains elements which point to "progression routes" and permeability between VET and higher education. The idea of an NQF came up in the 1990s, as a follow-up development to NVQs in the late 1980s (Young, 2003) . Its purpose has been to act as an umbreHa for school-based, vocational and academic qualifications, as well as providing pathways for progression in the education system (at least in theory) through to postgraduate and doctoral studies. Whereas Germany still operates with a one-standard notion of apprenticeship (due to"training duration of mostly three years), in England apprenticeships are not confined to initial training, but can be delivered on three levels, including a kind of "pre-stage" or "sub-academic" variant leading into the higher education sector (cf. www.apprenticeships. org.uk). The programme distinguishes between rntermediate Level Apprenticeships, Advanced Level Apprenticeships and Higher Apprenticeships, on levels two, three and four respectively. Apprentices work towards qualifications that are located in the Qualificat.ions "and Credit Framework (QCF), e.g. a Professional Diploma, with this framework corresponding with the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ). These frameworks may be called spin-off products of the NQF. However, not all apprenticeships lead, through a Higher Apprenticeship, into the degree section'ofthe NQF, which offers "Foundation Degrees" as a pre-stage to undergraduate studies.
Leveling initial training within the NQF means that boundaries between various sectors oft~e educational and/or training system, including higher and further education, are no longer defined as culturaJ1y determined entities with demarcations and functional specifities, but are more and more considered as penneable sub-systems of one system which be'ars the functional label of "lifelong learning". This statement should not, however, ignore the massive quality problems within the English VET system and the problem of reputation and social acceptance in relation to academic qualifications that are more portable on the labor market than vocational ones (Bynner, 20 11, p. 20) .
As a1ready mentioned, lifelong learning with the framework concept reHes on a specific understanding of "competence" but also requires "open" training markets without strong fonnal regulation (Harris, 2001) . The idea of a flexible, individual and ongoing acquisition of competences which shou1d be independent from institutions, courses and curricula also provides the basis for a new understanding of learning and assessment (Wolf, 1998) , such as recognition of prior learning (RPL) or accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL).
It is interesting, though, that the problems for VET in England lie, in"the first place, not only in this characterization of the reference point of learning being "ready-to .. hand tasks in the workplace" (Brockmann et aI., 2010, p. 92) , but in the heterogeneous character and quality of vocational education as such, with the apprenticeship system clear1y being one of the weakest elements. Terminology problems occur with the various meanings of sub-types of VET, mixing "apprenticeship", "vocational education" and "training'" with a clear tendency to define anything belonging to the 'vocational sphere in a narrow, "non-expansive" sense, once again indicating a specific understanding of competence which corresponds with the importance of this concept, originally emerging in the sphere of vocational training, in the international debate. Brockmann, Clarke and Winch report this when they mention the historical heritage of a traditional combination of workplace learning with some form of off-the-job instruction and theoretical knowledge relevant to the respective occupa .. tion or fieJd of activity which "never succeeded in establishing themselves as major alternative routes from school. to work", Jet atone in standing for "sufficient prestige to gain widespread confidence and recognition from the government, parents, young people, trade unions and employers" (ibid.; cf. Winch & Hyland, 2007) . What is typical for the English "vocational patient" against this background, and also a mani .. festation of a cultural past that did not allow VET in general to become the focus of employers and the state alike (in contrast with the German counterPart), is the fact that al1 the programs, initiatives and terminological inventions from the 1970s onwards failed to lead to substantial changes in the perception of VET as such, or to substantial changes in the system. Major researchers in the UK (Unwin, 1999; Ryan, 2001; Bynner, 201 f; Fuller & Unwin~ 2011) pick up these issues constantly by pointing, above all, to the pedagogical deficits of the English approach which results from discounting the importance of educational elements in VET programs on the one side, and from sticking to a strict terminological divide between "educati9n" and "training" on the other. There seems to be an obvious paradox in that a country with a poor reputation for vocationa,1 education comes up with a conceptual innovation such as a National Vocational Qualifications Framework, which the government commanded to be installed when dissatisfaction with VET continued to persist in the,1980s.
Another trait of English VET, which leads us to question whether this is really a pure "market model" of skill fonnation (Greinert, 1988) , is that there is a strong school-based route into employment. This route, due to distrust of company-based training and lack of commitment from employers, holds the advantage that VET provision is more comprehensive and theory-based, Le. more occupational than most training leading to NVQs, but is co~sider~d to have "Hmited scope. for employment" (Brockmann et a1., 2010, p. 93) . This means that we encounter "two worlds" in the English VET system due to a widening gap between school-based and work-based pathways (ibid.) as one expression of institutional demarcation lines between (general or general vocational) academic and vocational education in England.
The contrast between the Anglo-Saxon approach to VET and the German one has, for a number of decades, been·a topic of VET research in England, and the ·UK in general, including the critical link between economic performance and skill formation (Prais, 1981; Raggatt, 1988) , but also quality issues. Ryan (200 I, p. 137) brings . into focus, looking at apprenticeships in particular, the "absence of process regulation" in the English case due to a "competence-based" approach to skill certification . . He c~ncludes that "( ... ) what matters in principle for NVQ certification is demonstrated competence in the performance of work tasks, and that alone. Educational attainments should indeed form part of that assessment if they are needed for competence, but are otherwise to be discarded as superfluous ( ... )". Therefore, It may be stated that in England the traditional neglect of formal work-based learning has even been exacerbated by CBT and modularization.
GERMANY'S EUROPEAN STARTING POSITION: SPECIFIC PROBLEMS DERIVING FROM AN APPRENTICESHIP-BASED VET SYSTEM
Germany is a count!)' with a strong focus on .educational principles and process regulation, including in VET, due to particular historical developments and a specific cultural and pedagogical pattern which supports an esteem for practical learning (Deissinger, 2004) . Since the apprenticeship system (dual system) is the strongest stream in post-compulsory secondary education in Germany, its institutionalization and didactical systematization and standardization are typical of the German learning culture in VET (Harris & Deissinger, 2003) . In this system, with 'its 350 recognized training occupations, the commitment and interest of chambers (as crucial employer organisations), trade unions and companies are essential and are considered as prerequisites for keeping it going. A specific pedagogicaJ component exists in the compulsory subjects provided through school attendance in the part-time vocational school, which stands both for theoretical vocational learning as well as general education during the apprenticeship. Ryan puts this in contrast with the British approach to VET: "A striking difference from Germany is the ,absence of minimum training periods, such as a three-year programme for bakers. Similarly, apprentices need not take part-time technical education." (Ryan, 2001, p. '136) . This compulsory post-secondary apprenticeship system in Germany is lawbased, not only through the education legislation of the federal states, but alsowith respect to company-based training -through a national workplace training law, the Vocational Training Act (VTA), which can be characterized by two features (Deissinger, 1996) : .
• It places vocational training in the hands of firms and chamb~rs and thus emphasizes the principle of self-government. The VTA takes account of the traditional features of guiJd apprenticeship while at the same time submitting in-company training to homogeneous, supervisable and examinable standards. The "competent authorities" function as monitoring agencies for incompany training and organize and certify ex~ms during and at the end of an apprenticesh ip.
• Although it. only covers company-based training, the VTA contains stipulations which confirm and refer to the existence of the second "I,earning venue'" the parttime vocational schools. The legal framework is based on the discrete legislative functions of states and the federal level under the German Constitution. Against this background, vocational training is linked up both with the law on schools and the law on labor.
With the political idea in mind of having to transfer the EQF philosophy, at least formally, to a national semantic level, the specific German tradition and use of "Kompetenz" appears "holistic" rather than "functional", and therefore is more related to the French or Dutch understanding of competence (Westerhuis, 20 II) . For Germany, this poses the challenge of establishing a "competence matrix" featuring vertical differentiation in reference levels and horizontal differentiation with respect to various competence dimensions across traditionally separated spheres within the education system without ignoring the specific quality of its established pathways into employment. Leaning towards the EQF definition of knowledge, skiIls, and competences as the relevant dimensions of "competence" in general, the German framework (DQR) has now devised four competence dimensions (technical competence, methodical competence, soc~al competence, persona] competence). This classification clearly has its roots in the concept of Berujliche Handlungskompetenz (vocational action competence)., However, other quaJifications (certificates) also have to be included within the drafted DQR matrix. This means that qualifications (which are normally strongly input-steered as they are based on time, curricula, examination modes etc.) have to be translated into notions of competence in line with the levels of the DQR. ' In Germany, the term "competence" is mainly used in combiriation with vocational initial training in the dual system. Berufliche Handlungskompetenz hereby stands for the objective that apprentices should attain the capacity for self-regulation and problem-solving in a broad context of occupational tasks, for which they are trained in a systematic way both in the company and in school, with the latter providing general education and underpinning vocational knowledge (Kultusministerkonferenz, 2007) . The drafted DQR quite clearly arrives at a typical notion.of competence which underlies this philosophy of VET in the dual system of apprentiCeship training in Germany. This understanding of competence has always been linked to inputs rather than outcomes, because occupational competence as a result of training "embodies all that is associated with an occupational identity" (Winterton, 2009, p. 686) . Beyond technical issues, there is no doubt that the process of establishing a consensus-based DQR ultimately requires a common understanding and a common will of stakeholders to materialize this understanding of competence in the various fields of education and training, but also to tackle the "construction sites" of the German VET system. This means that structural tasks directly affecting the DQR are just one element on the "European pathway" which needs to be taken. Germany is also facing the issue of legal, administrative and political consequences arising from the competence concept and its national realization.
The strong focus on initial training in the dual system has constantly provoked criticism within the national VET debate, quite in contrast with the above-mentioned international reputation of this model of skill formation. Against the background of missing links between various fonns and sub-systems of VET, the federal govem-' ment in 2005 realized a revision of the VTA referring to the following intentions (BMBF, 2005):
• the inclusion of vocational preparation schemes within the scope of regulation of the law and with it the implementation of an appropriate system of qualification modules; • the transferability of credits obtained in school-based VET via by-laws of the federal states; • a more intense internationalization of VET by providing opportunities for apprentices to undergo part of their vocational training abroad; and • an ongoing modernization of examinations by establishing the "extended" final examination.
It is obvious that modernization within the dual system currently mainly takes place on the curricular level. It has materialized in the creation or revision of training sc~~me,~ ~ithin the system of "skilled training occupations" which now even include 'teniati~e features of modularization. However, there is a general conviction in the
. ' " . research community that the system has to become even more flexible with respect to the "transition system" (Euler & Severing, 2006; Baethge, Solga & Wieck, 2007) . On the other hand, interest groups, such as trade unions and chambers, are eager to underline their belief in the efficiency of the dual system as the "silver bullet" when it comes to integration in skilled employment.
As an instrument for "internal modernization", the new VTA passed in 2005 con .. tains comparatively innovative stipulations which concern the relationship between appren'ticeship training in a recognized occupation and full-time VET courses leading to vocational qualifications (Lorenz, Ebert & KrUger, 2005 ):
• The federal states can now determine which courses in full-time vocational schools or in comparable institutions shall lead to a partial accreditation in a subsequent apprenticeship. Applications for accreditation have to be submitted individually to the appropriate chambers (as the "competent bodies").
• Learners graduating from a fuU-time course leading to a vocational qualification shall get the perm ission to undergo a fina1 examination in a recognized occupation , before the regional chamber if the occupational profile proves to be equivalent. This regulation also includes so-called "school occupations" outside the scope of the VTA or the Craft Regulation Act. Therefore, on paper at least, there is a situation in Germany where fonnal preconditions exist through which a tentative approach towards more harmonization in the VET system could be undertaken. However, the situation of full-time VET in Germany shows that, in an _ "apprenticeship country", alternative pathways leading to vocational qualifications are hard to establish as more or less equivalent -which, as we have seen, is a major conceptual idea underlying the EQF and its national sibHngs.
FULL-TlME VET IN GERMANY: SERV1NG TWO MASTERS German school-Ieavers not going -to university normally undertake apprenticeships in the dual system. In the past decades, the dual system has been faced with chalJenges associated with assimilating East Germany and with the critical training market situation that emerged in the 1990s. One result has been the so-called "transition system" (Krewerth & Ulrich, 2006; NeB, 2007) , which has established itself as a "catch-basin" for disadvantaged young people, most of them weaker learner~ or migrants. Special training programs and vocational preparation schemes offered in full-time VET are now counted as what may be called an ancillary system to the dual system.
Alternative pathways and opportunities for young people outside the dual system bear the weakness of being too far away from real working life. This is even the case for workplace-related learning arrangements, such as practice firms in the so-called "vocational colleges" (Berufskollegs). This type of vocational school is an example of VET outside the dual system and illustrates the problems inherent in full-time VET in Germany. Normally the students are aged between 16 and 18, and they have to hold a medium-level school-leaving qualification. The function of vocational colleges is to provide young people with an "assistant qualification", and the attainment of an entry qualification for universities of applied sciences (Fachhochschulen) . Basically, these schools offer hybrid qualifications -which in fact correspond with one of the basic ideas of the framework concept, Le. improving progression from VET to higher education.
While the official function of this type of school is supposed to be a combination of training and educational progression, empirical findings (Deissinger & Ruf, 2006; Deissinger, 2007) show that
• the occupational qualification is generally not valued as useful or attractive -a result which is supported by the fact that most students report their intention to take ,up an apprenticeship after completion of the Berufskolleg; .
• the parking function of this kind of school seems to be very strong in the first year of the course, while students in their second year have a clearer understanding of their goals and motivations -which predominantly means taking up an apprenticeship after completion, or progression to higher education; • the Berufskolleg seems to function as a bridge between school education and th~ dua1 system and therefore cannot be regarded as a real substitute or alternative in relation to the apprenticeship system.
This specific type of school now provides the entrance qualification for the F achhochschulen as the regular qualification that can be obtained after two to three years. Under certain conditions, according to the Baden-WUrttemberg education Jaw, an assistant qualification can be obtained, which means that the "hybridity" is now less Important than in the past. On the other hand, it cannot be asserted that links to the dual system would compensate for this, let alone in the sense of a reli-, able system of "accreditation of prior learning", while the most important motivation for students seems to be the improvement of their position' in the training market for a subsequent apprenticeship (e.g. banking or insurance) due to the insight that a col1ege-based course fails to offer portable labor-market relevant occupational qualifications (Deissinger & Ruf, 2006, pp. 168f.) . ' Although it is stiJl too early to assess the consequences of the new stipulations of the (revised) VTA, potentially they could help to establish bridges between separated sub-systems and hence comply with some of the EQF premises. However, there i~ no doubt that their practical relevance is dependent on the value companies and chambers place on full-time VET in general and also on the poJitica1 will of governments to arrange what in Anglo-Saxon countries is caned "recognition" or "accreditation" of prior learning (including formal and informalleaming). It is obvious that while the dual system still has no substantial links with higher education, vocational full-time schools can indeed partly build these bridges, but """"7 in contrast to Austria (AfT, 2006) -they have to fulfill more or less ambivalent functions in relation to the labor market.
CONCLUSION: WHERE IS THE GERMAN QUALIFICATIONS FRAMEWORK LIKELY TO LEAD US?
Against this background "European construction sites" for Gennany remain, although they have to be solved primarily from a national point of view, Le. in the German case, with a clear focus on the so-caned "transition,system" and the'specific , problems offuU-time VET:
• Links between different streams within the VET architecture still seem nonexistent and they are normally highly dependent on federal state or regional regulations, especially when it· comes to vocational preparation and integration measures.
• Differentiation within VET is weak in terms of skill levels and duration, although, with a view to disadvantaged young people training in the dual system, for pedagogical reasons, this should not be addressed exclusively to the stronger 1eamers .
• ' Links between non-forma) and infonnal learning and formal VET are virtually non-existent. It is interesting that even in the French education system concepts have been imp1emented which correspond to the premises of the EQF (Ott & Deissinger, 2010 ).
• Full-time VET remains detached from the dual system and may be seen as the clearly weaker sub-system when it comes to portable qualifications relevant for employment.
The first step "into Europe" for the German VET system could be to re-assess and re-develop its system of links and accreditation mechanisms, not only with respect to full-time VET. Such a move would not necessarily require it to copy the English system but would reflect the acknowledgement of one of the cru~ciar premises underlying the EQF~ i.e. the appeal to "build bridges'" between sub-systems, pathways; forms of learning and institutions in the VET system.
In the German politica1 and scientific debate, national agencies such as the Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training (BiBB) "welcome the development of a European Qualifications Framework in principle", as the Deputy President of this national agency has phrased it (Weiss, 2007) ) stating that attainability of any leve1 of quaJifications should become possible via the "vocational pathway". On the other hand, initial training is stil1 seen as fundamental in this process. This does not mean that there is a serious ambition to question the vocational principle with its holistic notion of "ful1" and "fundamental" qualifications depicted in the term Berufliche Handlungskompetenz, or the strong regulatory context in which the dual system operates. While the French and English VET policies -regardJess of their specific national problems as "low status" VET countries -appear to be much more pragmatic, the German debate can be characterized as considerably protective and " conservative, with the trade unions and the craft sector as the major defenders of the traditional institutional arrangements in the VET system (e.g. Drexel, 2005) . A first major mental shift could be to acknowledge that the German VET architecture no longer is as clearly dominated by the dual system as it was in the past. In January 2012, the relevant stakeholders in Germany (federal states, the federal ministry of education and science, social partners), who are represented in the Working Group dealing with the German Qualifications Framework, agreed on a draft which proposes a preliminary clarification of levels and qualifications (Esser, 2012) . According to this resolution, normal (three-and three-and-a-half-year) dualsystem qualifications will be defined on level 4, occupationa1 qualifications from shorter courses on level 3, and the master craftsman (quite astonishing) wi1l be set at level 6 (which corresponds with a bachelor degree). It seems even more remarkable that there has been no agreement on the equivalence of general school qualifi~ations and vocational qualifications so far -with the weird result that the former ones have been, for the time being at least, excluded from the proposaL This shows that the DQR will remain a construction site for some time to come. It is also evident from this current stage of the debate that dealing with the framework concept remains focused on input factors, such as course duration or curricular distinctiveness, but is also strongly associated with stakeholder interests and perceived quality differences between courses. All this underlines the statement by Winch, who concludes that the "changing of a VET system, just like the changing of an education system more generally, is dependent upon and also has ramifications throughout society and politics. It cannot be a simple matter of a technical recipe to aid economic growth, but touches on the heart of what any society is about." (Winch, 1998, p. 377) .
